Children with disabilities are at increased risk for maltreatment, 1,2 and neglect accounts for the majority of such cases.
3 Although most cases of suspected neglect are unsubstantiated at the time of the initial report to child protective services (CPS), 4 meaning there is insufficient legal evidence of maltreatment, these children are at risk for subsequent maltreatment.
5
Methods | We conducted a retrospective cohort study to examine the incidence and timing of re-referral to CPS, substantiated maltreatment, and foster care placement for any type of maltreatment after an initial unsubstantiated referral for neglect. We compared outcomes between children with and without disabilities.
We analyzed data from the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS), 4 which collects data annually on all children reported to state-level CPS agencies in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. The Boston University Medical Campus institutional review board Downloaded From: on 09/10/2018 qualified the study as exempt. We included data from states that contributed child-level data to NCANDS for fiscal years 2008 through 2012 and retained unique child identification numbers.
Children were included if they had first-time unsubstantiated referrals for neglect in 2008; they were followed up for 4 years. We excluded reports that occurred within 24 hours of initial referral because these likely represented the index incident.
Children were excluded if the initial report included maltreatment other than neglect or listed prior maltreatment, or if they had previously been reported to CPS, as determined by a search of all available years of NCANDS records (range, 1-10 years). Children were classified as having disabilities if they had conditions included in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and were excluded if his or her disability status was missing.
We conducted the statistical analysis using SAS version 9.3 (SAS Institute Inc). All statistical tests used a 2-sided α level of .05. We evaluated the proportion of children who experienced each outcome, comparing children with and without disabilities. We used Kaplan-Meier statistics to estimate time to event and regression models to estimate adjusted hazard ratios, accounting for clustering by household and adjusting for state, child age, race, ethnicity, and initial referral source.
Results | A total of 489 176 children from 33 states, Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia were included (12 610 children with disabilities and 476 566 children without disabilities; Table) . Children with vs without disabilities were more likely to be re-referred (45% vs 36%, respectively; adjusted risk difference [ARD], 14% [95% CI, 13%-15%]; P < .001), experience substantiated maltreatment (16% vs 10%; ARD, 9% [95% CI, 8%-10%]; P < .001), and be placed in foster care (7% vs 3%; ARD, 4% [95% CI, 4%-5%]; P < .001).
The median time to each outcome was shorter for children with disabilities ( Figure) . For children with disabilities Shaded areas represent 95% Hall-Wellner bands.
Letters
Discussion | Our data demonstrate that children with disabilities and unsubstantiated referrals for neglect experienced future maltreatment sooner and more often than other children. Our study has some limitations. Substantiated maltreatment may represent prior or ongoing maltreatment.
5 Even though we adjusted for referral source, existing data on surveillance bias for child maltreatment are mixed, 1,6 and the observed higher incidence in maltreatment of children with disabilities may have resulted in part from increased interactions with mandated reporters. Although we included all available data from geographically diverse states (including 65% of 2008 US population), such data may not be nationally representative. In addition, we were not able to identify whether children crossed state lines and were referred in a different state.
Despite these limitations, our findings highlight the significant incidence of maltreatment experienced by children with unsubstantiated referrals for neglect, particularly children with disabilities. Such children may benefit from targeted interventions to prevent subsequent maltreatment.
